
S U N S T O N E  

What $Latter-day Saint artists took our prophet at his word, abandoned 
the safe parameters, and did what Shakespeare did? Would we Mormons 

pay attention to the artistic vision, or would we label it "irreverent," 
"unworthy" and "too earthy"? 

GRACE AND TRUTH AND 

By Margaret Blair Young 

w HEN I WAS DOING A BOOK-SIGNING FOR 
House Without Walls, my first novel, a slim and 
cynical-looking woman approached me, intro- 

duced herself as a librarian, and said she had recommended 
my book to a patron-a woman who liked "safe" fiction. "I 
thought your book would be safe," she said with a lean and 
hungry smile. 

I rate that among the top five insults I've ever received. 
Right after the valentine David Mabey gave me in sixth grade 
that pictured his hand-drawn raccoon and penciled message: 
"You are the ugliest thing I've ever seen." 

What is there about that word-"safev-that makes me 
wince? My own pride, I suppose. Or my own desire to write 
good fiction. And my absolute belief that the best fiction is not 
"safe." Fiction simply won't work-not lastingly-unless it 
challenges us to our very cores, brings us face to face with our- 
selves in all our horror or all our splendor. Which is risky busi- 
ness. 

So what made her think my book would be-that word? 
Simple: It was a Deseret Book-published, Mormon book. And 
we Mormons like safety We Mormons are no longer crossing 
the plains or fighting for our fundamental human rights. We 
are firmly, comfortably, prosperously established in the tops of 
the mountains-even in the benches of the mountains. 

Such was not the case in the beginning of the Church. It 
was downright dangerous to be a Mormon then. It demanded 
life-draining pilgnmages across oceans, and then across an un- 
fenced, sometimes uncharted, wilderness. It3 hardly sur- 
prising that the doctrines and literature introduced were like- 
wise dangerous-unorthodox, even earth-shattering. Imagine 
the audacity of a woman poet of that time suggesting that 
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there's a Mother as well as a Father in ~eaven. '  Think of the 
astounding idea William Phelps versified in "If You Could Hie 
to Kolobn-that "there is no end to matter" and "no man has 
found pure space," that there is eternal progression, with god- 
hood the attainable goal. Or of the doctrine that God has a 
body like ours.3 These are amazing ideas; they fly in the face of 
nineteenth-century religous thought. 

But things have gotten pretty simple and straightfonvard for 
us later pioneers. We wing our way easily over oceans and 
deserts. And those remarkable poetic statements are safely 
contained in our hymnbook; we sing them without much 
thought. The earth-shattering doctrines that Joseph Smith in- 
troduced have been codified; we quote them easily-and 
often (again) without much thought. We have our own reli- 
gous vocabulary, seminary classes to introduce us to the ver- 
nacular and symbols of the Book of Mormon, and a set of pre- 
scribed questions we answer annually to declare our 
temple-worthiness. We have learned our missionary discus- 
sions; we can fill in the blanks on our religion tests and easily 
answer the Sunday School teacher. In short, we are fully can- 
onized, and most of us preach the correct, restored, orthodox 
religion. 

And though such institutionalized measures of our faith 
can't actually measure our faith, they can predict the kind of 
literature we'll produce: Safe. Easy to cross-reference with the 
Mormon canon (see 1 Ne. 1:l-gospel topics: family, father- 
hood, education), easy to fit into the Mormon code, easy to 
correlate in the Church Office Building. Literature, in other 
words, where hard questions are likely to be answered in a 
prayer and a paragraph, fiction where the protagonist has a 
sudden realization, a quick epiphany, or just a surge of tears 
before things get resolved and he manufactures the right an- 
swer. 

I don't believe we Mormons are shallow. But we have been 
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inculcated with our settled culture's phrases and structures. 
Many of us (including me) address each other with cliches- 
even when bearing our sacred testimonies-or rely on "faith- 
promoting" stories (sometimes confusing testimony with folk- 
lore) and fit our learning into a three-hour block of Sunday 
time. 

The prophetic vision of our literary possibilities, however, 
goes far beyond safe fiction. President Spencer W Kimball, in 
"Education for Eternity," audaciously declared that we 
Mormons can produce even another Shakespeare. "Our 
writers . . ." he said, "with the inspiration of Heaven, should 
tomorrow be able to produce a masterpiece which would live 
forever. Our own talent . . . could put into such a story life and 
heartbeats and emotions and love and pathos, drama, suf- 
fering, fear, courage. . . ."5 That's a wonderful definition of 
what literature ought to do: open our hearts and our imagina- 
tions with "life and heartbeats and emotions and love and 
pathos." 

I wonder, though, if President Kimball remembered, when 
he suggested we could produce another Shakespeare, that the 
Bard-probably with "the inspiration of Heavenn-created 
one of the fullest pictures of evil the world has ever seen in 
Iago. That Shakespeare depicted adultery, attempted rape, 
murder, self-mutilation, debauchery, all kinds of treachery I 
believe the prophet did remember. I believe President Gordon 
B. Hinckley, a lover of good literature, also knows the subjects 
Shakespeare presented. 

So what if we writers took our prophet at his word, aban- 
doned the safe parameters and did what Shakespeare did? 
What if one of us created, for example, a violent world where 
characters do vile things to each other? Maybe they don't poke 
each other's eyes out as some of Shakespeare's characters do, 
but they might do awful things involving, say, beehives. Would 
we call him courageous? Or would we send him off to-gee, I 
don't know-Oklahoma? What if one of us showed a man 
with confused loyalties-rather like Angelo in Measure for 
Measure-whose epiphany includes seeing God (or the Duke) 
disguised as a man like himself coming out of-oh let's say- 
a latrine. Would we pay attention to the artistic vision, or 
would we label it "irreverent," "unworthy," and encourage our 
artists to avoid such earthiness? 

OW I'll examine some little controversies my own 
work has faced. I don't wish to offend or hurt anyone, 
and since I'm going to be hard on someone who is in 

fact a good man, I choose to name him "Professor X." 
This story begins when I mamed Bruce and met his sister, 

Nancy, who was in a wheelchair because of her multiple scle- 
rosis. Over the first decade of our marriage, Bruce and I 
watched helplessly as Nancy degenerated to complete paral- 
ysis and muteness. Her husband (whom I won't name either) 
decided she would have to go to a rest home, and that in order 
for Medicaid to pay, they would have to be divorced. Two days 
after the divorce was final, he remamed. He was subsequently 
excommunicated for adultery Since then, Bruce and I wit- 
nessed the disintegration not only of Nancy's nervous system, 

but of her family as well-which touched and hurt us deeply 
Because I'm a writer, Nancy's story made its way into my 

mind and heart, out my fingers, and onto my computer key- 
board. Both my short story collections have MS stories. My 
temptation, frankly, was to use my god-given talents to zap 
Nancy's husband. I wanted to write a story where this jerk puts 
his wife in a rest home and then gets in a car crash himself on 
his way to the grocery store, becoming a quadriplegic and 
ending up in the same rest home as his wife. (BANG! How do 
you like your blue-eyed boy, Mr. Wheelchair?) 

Eventually, though, I resisted that temptation and did what 
I had to do. I looked squarely at the husband's pain: what 
would it be like-really-to deal with your wife's body-for 
years-only in the context of helping her go to the bathroom 
or bathing or feeding her?-and she may choke on the food, 
because her throat is becoming paralyzed, too. And this "other 
woman"? What if she's not a selfish, little whore but a nice 
person with good intentions? 

The result was my novel Dear Stone (forthcoming from 
Signature Books), which I subsequently reworked into a play 
of the same name. After I worked it over in BW's Producers- 
Directors-Actors workshop with my buddies Tim Slover and 
Bob Nelson, it was accepted for the Margetts Theatre season 
(BYU). 

That is, until Professor X read it. Reportedly, Professor X 
found my play completely implausible. He simply couldn't see 
that any man with an understanding of the gospel would do 
such a thing to his wife. The play, he said, showed a bunch of 
people making lousy choices without a moral context-the 
stuff of soap operas. The husband commits adultery, but his re- 
pentance is hardly mentioned. His repentance should be the 
core of the action, shouldn't it? The play was to be canceled, he 
said. 

The assigned director, whose own play had survived full 
censorship by a thread, asked me with some desperation if I 
would be willing to omit the adultery from my work. 1 an- 
swered that there were two answers to that question: either 
"No" or "Hell, no." 

Then I took the bull by the horns, wrote Professor X a 
rather bold letter and gave him the story behind the play I also 
told him the sad statistic a nurse had relayed to me: 95 percent 
of the couples who deal with MS in its worst form (such as 
Nancy's) eventually divorce. I quote from my letter: 

I suppose my biggest concern is that you and I seem 
to have quite different visions of what the play is and 
what it's trylng to do. Perhaps you can help me better 
understand your vision as we pursue our discussion. 
For my part, let me say that I see my play as being 
fundamentally about a family dealing with their 
wifdmother's incapacities resulting from MS and 
what happens when a stranger appears who offers a 
false sort of "healing." The question for me is not 
"Will [the husband] yleld to [the other woman's] se- 
ductions?" nearly so much as "How much pain can 
love bear?" Not "Will he repent?" but "What does it 
mean to be truly mamed-or part of an eternal 
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family?" And the bigger, undergirding question of the 
whole play-introduced in Act I, repeated in Act 11, 
and finally answered in Act 111 is, "Can we believe in 
God-and by implication God's revealed morality- 
in the face of horrors like MS?" 

Professor X, who is a fair man, decided he might have mis- 
judged the play and agreed to re-read it. When I met with him, 
he had some profitable suggestions for my work. But I found 
myself deeply troubled by a number of his statements. 
Throughout our discussion, he seemed to be asking for the 
various characters to bear their testimonies in some way. And, 
he explained, it was essential that the audience understand 
that the disloyal husband would go through the Church disci- 
plinary system, fully repent, and feel very good about his spir- 
itual progress. 

I sensed that Professor X still did not understand what the 
play was doing, even what it was really about. He was im- 
posing a particular Mormon construct on my art-one which 
did not understand the pain I had witnessed as I watched 
Nancy's disease take her body and then her family. He was 
trymg-understandably-to make Dear Stone "safe" for a BYU 
audience. 

w ITH that story as the backdrop, I come now to my 
first metaphor, a painting of an old, partially-bald 
Chinese man. You see only his head and a bit past 

his shoulders. His eyes are watery, weary, sad. His mouth 
droops. He is posed at an angle, so his cheekbones look almost 
sharp, his skin leathery and sallow This is one of seven paint- 
ings the artist gave to my father during the year Dad taught 
English in the People's Republic of China. Because the artist 
was considered a dissident (he has assumed the title "The 
Artist of the Poorn-which obviously shouldn't be a possibility 
in a Communist country), he asked Dad to take his work to 
America, where other artists might review it, as nobody in 
China would. The artist describes this particular picture as "an 
old man who was happy before 1949," the year of the 
Communist Revolution. 

It's no wonder "The Party" wouldn't look at this artist's 
work! Especially when you consider that-at least when my 
parents were in China-the "official" artists were creating ei- 
ther "workers' art" (usually cartoonish depictions of Mao 
Zedong and happy throngs striding happily forward to move 
mountains) or pale imitations of past styles. But "The Artist of 
the Poor" felt it would be a violation of his gift to draw masses 
of happy stereotypes. What he saw in his artistic vision were 
individual faces: The old man. A young, crippled man. Two 
naked boys on a deserted beach. He could not bring himself to 
use his talent to fulfill the state's political agenda. He risked 
even his "iron rice bowl" to work outside the communist 
canon. He was heroic-and instructive-to all of us seeking 
ways to convey our own artistic visions. The truth is, even if a 
particular agenda (political, religous, or monetary) is a worthy 
one, when the art is sacrificed to promote that agenda, it "gves 
up the ghostn-meaning the artist's own spirit. It ceases to par- 
ticipate in the creative process as it ylelds itself to a vision im- 

posed by someone else. Such work may be safe, but it's not 
true, because it's not true to the artist's vision. 

I am not suggesting that good LDS artists shouldn't be 
faithful to their Mormon world view, only that Mormonism, 
with its cultural constructs and insistences and easy answers, 
must not define the parameters of the art. The consistent result 
(as any quick perusal of the Mormon Lit shelves at Deseret 
Book will show) is fiction with quick fixes, deus ex machina res- 
olutions, and portable tear-jerkers. Workers' art. Which cheats 
us readers of the ocean and the desert by zooming us past 
them-and probably through clouds which obscure our vi- 
sion of anything but the illusion of solid white. Ultimately, 
"workers' art" lies to us, and is therefore inconsistent with the 
Plan of Salvation. For none of us moved from Eden to a theme 
park, complete with fake witches, sexist pirates, and all the 
"themes" spelled out in neon lights; we entered the lone and 
dreary world, where we would learn from our own experience 
to distinguish the good from the evil. And a savior, full of grace 
and truth, was provided for us, who would descend below all 
things so he could love and understand and redeem us. He 
meets us not in Eden, not in Disneyworld, but in the wilder- 
ness. 

I love that Nephi and Lehi are in the wilderness when they 
have the vision of the Tree of Life. I love that the vision itself 
begins with another wildemess-a "dark and dreary waste" (1 
Ne. 8:7). That setting matters. And when Nephi wants to 
know the meaning of the dream, it matters that he be willing 
to fully participate in the vision. The angel asks him before 
proceeding any further, "Believest thou that thy father saw the 
tree of which he hath spoken?" (1 Ne. 11:4). Which we might 
translate as: "You willing to suspend your disbelief, boy?" 

Laman and Lemuel were not willing to suspend their dis- 
belief. As far as they were concerned, their old man was a "vi- 
sionary" They wanted to return to the safety and comfort of 
Jerusalem, where all things were familiar and easy. Where they 
knew the answers, where they understood the constructs. 

But Nephi was a risk taker. He declared his willingness to 
let his imagnation expand to include his father's dreams. So 
the angel was able to lead him to the same vision Lehi had had. 
And when Nephi asked to know the meaning of the tree, the 
angel did not abruptly pass him a sharp stick and a gold plate 
and quote the correct answer. ("Memorize it; it'll be on the 
mid-term!") He showed Nephi a vision not of trees, but of 
Christ, then asked if he had grasped the meaning of the tree. 
And Nephi did know-not by rote, but by his heart: "Yea, it is 
the love of God which sheddeth itself abroad in the hearts of 
the children of men" (1 Ne. 11:22). 

Likewise, our best artists open their visions to us as we 
open our hearts to them. We suspend our disbelief, stretch our 
empathetic imagination, and let the truth of their dream swell 
within us, expanding our understanding. We willingly follow 
their characters on their various pilgrimages, allow them to 
touch and teach us, and then we return to our own tents or 
houses, enlightened and changed. It is not a quick trip. It 
doesn't come with easy answers. When Nephi suspended his 
disbelief and let the angel open his eyes to the vision, he wit- 
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When art is 
sacri$iced to an 

agenda-poli tical, 
religious, or 
monetary- 

it is not creative. 
Such work may 
be safe, but it% 

not true, 
because it's not 

true to the 
artist% vision. 

nessed the betrayal and crucifixion of Jesus Christ, and the de- 
struction of his own progeny 

S EVERAL winters ago, when I was a Laurel advisor, one 
of my Laurels ran away from home, wearing only shorts 
and a T-shirt. She was eventually found and transported 

to a mental hospital, where it was discovered that over several 
years she had been sexually abused. I found it almost impos- 
sible to communicate with her; her face was utterly unrespon- 
sive. As it happened, during this time, I read part of a Mormon 
novel about sexual abuse. I didn't finish it because I found my- 
self getting angry at the author. His well-intentioned novel of- 
fered the typical, easy resolution to this problem that, for me, 
had a very real, beautiful, betrayed, unresponsive face. I was 
seeing sexual abuse in all its tragedy and complexity The au- 
thor was cheating me and, even more, cheating-even 
mocking-this young woman by pretending to understand 
her pain. His book simply lacked the depth to help her. The 
Savior, full of grace and truth, could help my Laurel. But this 
book was full of cliches. It would encourage its readers to 
spout such helpful phrases as, "I'm sure if you pray about it, 
Dear. . . ." It would not enlarge their hearts so they could truly 
give comfort or bear this young woman's burdens. 

I recall a sad-looking woman asking a prominent Mormon 
writer when we would have someone write realistically about 
divorce. With a self-effacing smile, the writer announced he 
had done just that, then described his forthcoming book: a 
couple in process of a divorce end up in a near-fatal plane 

An old man who was happy before 1949 

crash and ultimately decide they can rebuild their mamage. 
Sorry, but that's not a book about divorce; it's a book about 

reconciliation. Of course, since that time there have been other 
fiction titles which have addressed the issue more squarely- 
thank goodness-but such is an example of easy resolution to 
a very difficult issue-even a deus ex machina (God in the form 
of a crashing Cessna) resolution. 

When I went through my divorce, I remember talking to a 
friend who wanted me to know she didn't judge me. She ex- 
plained that her mamage had been really hard, too, and she 
had thought about divorce herself, though they were working 
things out. 

Far from being comforted, I felt mocked. I felt like she was 
comparing her little financial troubles and squabbles to the 
hell I had just gone through. I felt like shouting, "You have NO 
IDEA what it's like!" When friends said to me, "Sorry your mar- 
riage didn't work out," it seemed tantamount to a fireman 
telling a screaming victim-burning before his eyes-"Sorry 
things didn't work out for you." 

Might someone who had just gone through an excruciating 
divorce feel similarly mocked by reading a book "about di- 
vorce" which concludes with a happily-ever-after reconcilia- 
tion? Such a book gives the orthodox message, but certainly 
doesn't lead its readers to understand the pain of divorce. It 
may, in fact, be ironically lacking in both truth and grace. 

Those words-"grace" and "truth-are for me the hall- 
marks of great literature. They describe Shakespeare's works 
and Goethe's (two of the authors President Kimball mentions 
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in his discourse), and-for me-much of Levi Peterson's, 
Michael Fillerup's, Susan Howe's, Doug Thayer's, Scott Card's, 
Bruce Jorgensen's, Leslie Norris's, Alice Munro's, Ethan Canin's. 

Since I've mentioned Brian Evenson by implication in this 
essay, I will boldly state that I find him one of our most gfted 
writers, and I have ever since we studied together under Leslie 
Norris-when Altman's Tongue was just a little gleam in his 
eye. I find Brian's fiction full of truth, but not much grace. Yet I 
see grace in Brian's own life and demeanor. I'd love some of 
that to make its way into his fiction. Still, I resent the fact that 
someone took the time to yellow-ink all the naughty words 
and potentially offensive passages in Altman's (Brian 
has reportedly seen one of those marked-upped texts.) Such 
colorful censorship shows an eye single to controversy and 
dissects Brian's artistic vision into easy categories-good, bad, 
ugly It does not-cannot-see the whole of what Brian is 
doing in his stories. 

My own favorite author is Toni Morrison, However, when I 
wrote an article for Deseret Book about good literature, I was 
not allowed to mention her. The editors let me cite Dostoevsky 
and Shakespeare, who were (here comes the word again- 
and, yes, they really used it) "safe" because they wrote so long 
ago and are comfortably canonized. But not Morrison. So I 
mention her here as one of the great writers of this world, who 
illuminates the scriptural themes of captivity and deliverance 
with hearthwrenching vividness. She writes with grace and 
truth as her character Sethe journeys from slavery (in many 
forms) to redemption. 

I am not suggesting that Deseret ought to be publishing 
Levi Peterson and recommending that all its readers pick up a 
copy of Morrison's Beloved. I know Deseret's audience, and 
Bookcraft's. I know the editors there get nasty letters if a phrase 
like "make love" somehow survives their processes and gets 
into the final printout. And yet, even with those imposed para- 
meters, both presses have published some fine fiction and will 
continue to do so. There are good authors who can write ap- 
propriately and well for those audiences. 

(I'm reminded of Clint Larson, our late, beloved, eccentric 
poet. I recall hearing him tell of submitting one of his poetic 
plays to The Donny and Marie Show because he felt they needed 
to raise their literary standards. He proudly read us his rejec- 
tion slip, wherein the staff had complimented his lovely 
writing but, sadly, declined the script as not meeting their 
needs. Clint thought he was condemning the writers of Donny 
and Marie as he read us the rejection. I thought Clint was a 
clunkhead for not understanding the audience that show was 
aimed at.) 

But Levi Peterson and the others of us who are trylng to do 
good-not necessarily safe-fiction have an audience, too, an 
audience whom God loves, and such writers can have a pow- 
erful effect for good in a reader. Of course, Levi is not for 
everyone. I'm not either. We've both offended people. But 
there are some readers who will find Levi's work (and maybe 
even mine) epiphanal. No one can deny readers that experi- 
ence. No one should. Not even a general authority can decree 
an epiphany out of bounds because the work which yelded it 

is insufficiently reverent. ("Are you now or have you ever been 
inspired by The Backslider?") We need good artists, and they 
need a forum. SUNSTONE. Dialogue: A Journal of Momon 
Thought. Exponent 11. Signature Books. These presses are neces- 
sary precisely because they are "unofficial." 

And-ironic as it seems-the artists who are trylng to 
follow President Kimball's mandate and move beyond "safe" 
work need protection. Honestly, I have all sorts of ideas about 
how we can protect our artists, but the ideas seem a bit silly 
when I actually set them down. I do know our artists need fo- 
rums and safety nets. I wish there was an easy way to provide 
such things, but I know controversies will continue. I thought, 
for a while, that we writers were safe from the sort of action 
some outspoken BW professors have received, because I didn't 
think anyone paid much attention to what we wrote. I don't 
think that anymore. We need defenders, because there will 
surely be prosecutors. And I see no conflict, incidentally, be- 
tween defending good art and condemning pornography The 
words "grace" and "truth emerge again as the most important 
dividers between the beautiful and the banal. 

ICTURED on the next page is one more painting from 
"The Artist of the Poor." This one depicts a church with 
a simple, brown steeple. It sits as though in mists; the 

clouds, says the artist, cover a polluted village. To the side of 
the steeple, two doves circle. The artist has titled this work 
"The Hope of China." Imagine how it might have been re- 
ceived by the Communist regme in the PRC! But here it is, the 
truth of what the artist envisions-despite the Communist 
constructs around him that provide precious little space for 
any church. 

I share that vision with "The Artist of the Poor." The idea of 
hope-grace-is fundamental to me as a Mormon and as an 
artist. So is truth-which is often earth-shattering, often 
painful, and usually glorious in all its depth and complexity 
and horror and beauty 

I RETURN now to my play, Dear Stone, as its production be- 
came for me and my husband-as well as for the director 
and cast and many audience members-a powerful spiri- 

tual experience. It would have been a serious thing, I believe, 
for that show to have been canceled. 

On the morning of May 16, the day Dear Stone was sched- 
uled to open, Bruce and I received a call that Nancy was not 
doing well. After Bruce left to give her a blessing, I phoned the 
care center and spoke with a nurse. I asked about Nancy's con- 
dition and was told, "I'm not a doctor, so I can't make a diag- 
nosis. I can only say she's not doing well." I pursued it: "Could 
you gve me your gut feeling, then? Is she going to die?" There 
was a pause, a sigh, and then, "Yes. She's going to die." Nancy's 
pulse at that moment was 135. By the time I arrived two hours 
later, it was thirty Her temperature was 106. She was badly 
jaundiced, as her organs were failing. Her oldest son was there, 
as were her parents, sister, brothers (Bruce and Larry) and I. It 
seems amazing in retrospect, but all of us in the room with this 
dyng woman carried on pretty trivial chatter-mostly teasing 
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The Hope of China 

The idea of hope-grace-is fundamental to me as a Mormon 
and as an artist. So is truth-which is often painful, but usually glorious 

in all its depth and complexity and horror and beauty. 

Nancy's son about his grlfriend-as Nancy tried to die, strug- 
gling with each breath. And it was not a quick or pretty 
process. Periodically, someone would go to her and say, 'You 
know who's here, don't you, Nancy? Mom and Dad are here. 
Larry's here. Chris is. Bruce. Margaret. Lynda." We don't know 
if she understood what we were saymg; she was unresponsive. 
Still, it was important for her to know she was surrounded by 
people who loved her-or perhaps it was just important for us 
to witness our presence and love to each other, to say our 
names as those who were attending Nancy on her death day 
My father-in-law adjusted her pillow, stroked her forehead, 
and wiped her nose as she struggled to die. At three o'clock, 
her visiting teacher arrived, instantly taking in the situation. 
Weeping, she approached Nancy and said, "I knew I had to 
come today" Then she gave a message from the Ensign, unsure 
if Nancy was hearing a thing. "Thy faith hath made thee whole, 
and made thy children whole," she read. We who had been ex- 
changng silly banter began weeping at once; we had been 
weaving between the sublime and the ridiculous, the painful 
and the beautiful, for hours; tears were always close. 

At 5:10 P.M., Nancy stopped breathing. 
It was not a beautiful death. Six hours of struggle. And 

though she looked peaceful after the struggle ceased, she was not 
beautiful-her slnn still yellow, her mouth and eyes still open. 

Just over two hours later, Dear Stone opened. I don't believe 
that was coincidental. I believe-truly and gratefully-that 
God had intended my play all along as a tribute to Nancy. 
Though it was not her specific story, her essence imbued the 
production. Here she was: Nancy-this remarkable woman 
who had been abandoned by her husband, placed in a care 
center, forgotten by many who had been dear to her. For ten 
days, begmning with her death day, audiences would fill BYU's 
Margetts Theatre and pay some attention to her-even if only 
through reading Bruce's program notes, which described her 
specifically The audience would include three of Nancy's chl- 
dren, several of her nurses, her siblings, her parents, and hun- 
dreds of others who never knew her but who would feel her 
faith as the character she inspired-Merry Morgan-said, "We 
have to see the light in the darkness, answer the hardest ques- 
tions not with a word or a sigh but with our whole souls. We be- 
come the answer." Nancy had become the answer: grace, dig- 
nity, love, faith, in the face of the worst trials I've ever witnessed. 

But after all this talk of verisimilitude, this obeisance to 
brutal truth unflinchingly told, I here confess that I lessened the 
brutality of Nancy's situation as I fictionalized it in Dear Stone. 

There are two very important differences between my 
play/novel and Nancy's true story. In Dear Stone, I bring the 
husband back to his wife-though he does commit adultery 
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first. By contrast, I didn't orchestrate a spousal reconciliation in 
my two short stories which prepared me for Dear Stone. In 
both "Guaymas" (Elegies and Love and "Balance Beam" 
(Love  chain^)^, the husband effectually abandons his sick wife. 
That is what happened in Nancy's life. Frankly, it was not an 
easy decision to end the play (or novel) with the husband at 
his dylng wife's bedside, telling her (though he's not sure she 
can hear him) that he's there, that he's not leaving. I like 
verisimilitude. Truth. The way it really is. And that's not the 
way it really was. 

Yet I defend my decision in the name of grace-which 
Nancy personified. Nancy considered herself still married to 
the man who had abandoned her, as their temple sealing had 
not been canceled. I believe that, true to Nancy's grace and 
God's, I needed to show the husband's splendid and eternal 
possibilities at the same moment I showed Merry's glorious re- 
lease from her disease. To have told the truth without that 
graceful vision would, in a very real way, have been untrue to 
Nancy's inspiration. 

In another bow to grace, I freely admit that my play doesn't 
end with six hours of an unbeautiful, gasping struggle towards 
death. It ends with M e w a n c y ' s  liberation, juxtaposed to 
Shakespeare's lines from The Winter? Tale: 

Tis time, descend, be stone no more-approach! 
Strike all who look upon with marvel. 
Bequeath to death your numbness, for from him 
Dear life redeems you! You perceive she stirs.* 

Still, though some may disagree with me, I believe I have 
told the truth in Dear Stone. I think, given the more compre- 
hensive space of the novevplay format, I was able to ade- 
quately address the pain of Nancy's disease without cheating 
my audiences into a quick, happily-ever-after. But I also be- 
lieve I have been true to Nancy's vision of things, which is 
full-so full-of grace. Dear Stone is from and for her. 

So, with Nancy's life and worldview as a fundamental de- 
fense of my art, I return to my title words: Grace and Truth. I 
say simply that our art must be bravely-and unsafely-full 
of both. 

I close with my testimony I believe I came here to this earth 
willing to risk my eternal future for the chance to make this 
dangerous pilgrimage through mortality I believe a savior was 
provided for me, that he will meet me in the desert of my need, 
that he will understand my pain through his own experience. I 
believe he wants me to understand others' pain either through 
my own experience, or by proxy I believe I can do that as I 
read true and graceful works. Like Dostoevsky. Like 
Shakespeare. Like Goethe. Like Morrison. And I believe there 
are others-even among us-who can be as great, and as full 
of grace and truth, as they I hope to be a pathbuilder for them. 

V 
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AT POINT OF THE 
MOUNTAIN, UTAH 

To the east, the freedom 
of hang-gliders; to the west, 

the State Prison. This is not 
the place; this is only 

a place between two valleys, 
where the wind always blows 

harder, and the snow flies faster; 
where even in summer you feel 

a little lucky just to have gotten 
through without falling from the sky, 

or getting locked up, or having 
your car collapse-where just 

as you come around and start 
down, going either way, you always 

feel a kind of relief, a blessing; 
like maybe the pioneers felt, sort of. 

-R. A. CHRISTMAS 
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